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Abstract.	 The	 Malthusian	 Paradox	 is	 a	 transmedia	 alternate	 reality	 game	 (ARG)	 created	 by	 artists	
Dominic	Shaw	and	Adam	Sporne	played	by	300	participants	over	three	months.	We	explore	the	design	
of	 the	game,	which	 cast	players	 as	 agents	of	 a	 radical	 organisation	attempting	 to	uncover	 the	 truth	
behind	a	kidnapping	and	a	 sinister	biotech	corporation,	and	highlight	how	 it	 redefined	performative	
frames	 by	 blurring	 conventional	 performer	 and	 spectator	 roles	 in	 sometimes	 discomforting	 ways.	
Players	participated	in	the	game	via	a	broad	spectrum	of	interaction	channels,	including	performative	
group	spectacles	and	1-to-1	engagements	with	game	characters	in	public	settings,	making	use	of	low-	
and	 high-tech	 physical	 and	 online	 artefacts	 including	 bespoke	 and	 third	 party	websites.	 Players	 and	













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Conclusions: Agency as Frame 
Our	study	of	a	live-action	and	performance	focused	ARG,	The	Malthusian	Paradox,	has	revealed	how	
professional	artists	worked	to	create	an	experience	that	aimed	to	be	compelling	and	engaging,	mixing	
live-action	and	face-to-face	interactions	with	performers	with	a	disparate	collection	of	online	and	
digital	resources.	We	have	seen	how	they	developed	a	distinctive	approach	of	constant	assessment	
and	reflection	that	was	required	to	react	to	the	fluid	boundaries	of	the	hybrid	game	space,	which	were	
constantly	shifted	due	to	the	sometimes	misguided	rationalisation	of	the	perceived	narrative	by	
players,	or	elements	of	the	production	process.	We	have	also	seen	how	the	narrative	and	development	
of	the	game	became	an	iterative	process	of	game	mastery	rather	than	authorship,	a	requirement	of	
	the	necessary	collaborative	agency	afforded	to	players	of	an	ARG,	with	control	shifting	from	game	
producers	to	players	and	back	again	constantly.	
	
ARGs	offer	challenges	to	the	simple	social,	spatio-temporal	or	technological	framing	of	narrative	or	
mediated	experiences	by	deliberately	blurring	where	and	when	the	games	exist.	This	case	study,	
however,	reveals	the	need	to	also	consider	agency	as	a	framing	device.	TMP	began	with	a	clearly	
established	‘frame	of	agency’:	Dominic	and	Adam	as	Urban	Angel	were	responsible	for	the	creation	of	
the	narration,	the	devising	of	the	puzzles	and	the	management	of	information;	the	players	were	
responsible	for	solving	the	puzzles	and	facilitating	the	forward	progression	of	the	narrative.	The	
experience	was	therefore	framed	by	who	was	in	a	position	of	greater	creative	power	(Urban	Angel)	
and	who	was	not	(the	players).	As	the	game	progressed	this	frame	began	to	breakdown.	At	some	
points	the	players	took	greater	agency	over	their	own	experiences,	expanding	the	boundaries	of	the	
game	by	creating	online	spaces	that	they	perceived	to	be	outside	the	producers’	control,	if	not	their	
awareness.	At	other	points	the	producers	explicitly	handed	agency	over	to	the	players,	allowing	them	
to	create	new	characters	and	ultimately	choose	how	the	game	would	end.	However,	throughout	the	
game,	players	worked	to	maintain	the	integrity	of	the	producers’	agency	by	denying	their	own.	For	the	
players,	their	own	agency,	and	their	understanding	of	the	limits	of	that	agency,	functioned	as	a	way	to	
frame	their	experiences,	just	as	the	television	screen,	proscenium	arch	or	book	cover	does.		
	
While	TMP	itself	is	arguably	a	unique	experience	in	terms	of	narrative	and	game	content	[10],	it	
embodies	general	principles	that	can	be	used	by	the	developers	and	designers	of	future	ARGs.	The	
space	of	performance	is	distinctly	hybrid,	both	in	the	sense	of	symbiotic	and	unclear	relationships	
between	players	and	producers	that	challenge	conventional	media	and	game	design,	and	with	
performance	occurring	in	public	settings,	both	in	ad-hoc	online	spaces,	as	well	as	designed	physical	
interactions.	Whilst	real-world	interactions	can	be	the	most	engaging	or	visceral,	the	significant	driving	
force	of	an	ARG	can	be	said	to	be	the	performance	space	that	players	create	for	themselves	as	a	
community	collectively	reaching	a	consensus	regarding	the	unfolding	story,	and	this	can	be	challenging	
to	monitor.	Understanding	how	the	players’	understanding	of	their	own	agency	frames	their	
experiences	is	essential	for	ensuring	that	conflict	does	not	emerge	and	undermine	the	integrity	of	the	
game	narrative.	It	is	through	constant	attention	to	detail	in	terms	of	both	content	and	on-going	events,	
more	than	just	system	maintenance,	that	the	artists	have	been	able	deliver	a	successful	experience.	
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